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    Preface




    My first regular reporting job was on

    the night-police beat in Washington writing anonymous squibs about the catastrophes of others. A typical start, in other words. On my first night—the shift began at six and ended at two or

    three in the morning—I drove to D.C. police headquarters on Indiana Avenue to check out the “press room.” With visions of cigar smoke, poker games, snapping typewriters, and

    some William Powell–type reporters making wised-up remarks about “the desk” swirling unaccountably in my mind, I found the right door, opened it, and switched on the light. The

    bare fluorescent tubes overhead flickered, then buzzed into being. There were a couple of gray metal desks shoved into a corner, and, on one of them, a heavyset man still wearing a hat was fast

    asleep, wheezing a shrill fugue from under his pea-green raincoat. Finally, stirred by the light, he rose to his feet, squinted at me, and then fumbled around for a while in a shopping bag. He

    retrieved two cans and shoved them in his pockets.




    “Hello,” he said, stepping smartly across the linoleum. “I’m the night guy for

    The Washington Times. You must be the latest Post-ie.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a Schlitz. “Wanna beer?”




    And so I began my time in the employ of Katharine Graham, Benjamin C. Bradlee, and the Washington Post Company. On all

    counts, I was lucky and knew it. I was living in a small apartment in Adams-Morgan and working for a paper that still enjoyed the residual glamour of its Watergate exploits. My friendly rival

    from the Times was in the employ of the Reverend Sun Myung Moon and lived in his car—a vintage Cadillac hearse—where he spent

    his leisure hours reading police procedurals. My job, which I did at first with great enthusiasm, was to make a cycle of hourly telephone calls to the various city and county police departments,

    fire stations, and emergency rooms in the Post’s readership area and ask if there were any “crimes, fires, or accidents that

    I should know about.” There often were. At the time, Washington was miserably governed, racially divided, and in the midst of the crack epidemic. The city was a perennial contender for the

    country’s murder capital and some of the surrounding suburbs were also making a fair showing. In the event of mayhem, I was under orders either to stop by the crime scene for the details

    or, if it was too late, gather them by telephone. Invariably, the night editor, after being informed of the grisly facts, would say, “Two graphs. Slug it ‘slay.’ ” His

    inflection was mordant but practiced, self-conscious; even on the city desk post-modernism was well under way. The literary form that embodied his instruction was as precise as a villanelle.

    Typically: “A Northwest man, aged 25, was shot and killed last night on the 1300 block of Florida Avenue. Police sources said they believed narcotics were involved.” If there was room to fill out the drama

    with regional color, the streets were described either as “garbage-strewn and drug-infested” or “quiet and tree-lined.”




    At the Post, I was the opposite of a specialist. The beats to

    which nearly everyone aspired were on the National staff: the White House, the State Department, the Pentagon, the Hill. For the most part, I was on the margins. For the Sports department, I

    covered a fledgling (now deceased) football team called the Federals and, because no one any longer cared, the three-quarters-dead world of boxing. For Style, the main features department, my

    subjects ranged from the funeral of a Gypsy king (whose floral arrangements were dyed and constructed in the shape of a pack of Marlboros, a Glock, and a guitar) to the disappearance, and likely

    murder, of Shergar, the Irish racehorse. In this extended apprenticeship, I wrote for nearly every section of the paper except National,

    and when I eventually volunteered for the paper’s Moscow bureau, I was sent abroad with the firm understanding that there had not been more volunteers (it is cold in

    Russia and the food is heavy) and that I was, in a two-person bureau, the number two.




    Whatever I may have learned in that time, I cannot pretend to have developed unerring instincts—or even

    particularly sharp ones. By the summer of 1991, my wife, who was working for The New York Times, and I were packing up our apartment on Kutuzovsky Prospekt. Our term in Moscow was up. To be sure, the political atmosphere that

    summer was overheated: there were liberation movements on the rise from the Baltic states to Central Asia; the Communist Party was fracturing; there was a cornered-animal sense of endangerment

    within the KGB; there were even rumors of a coup d’état, the overthrow of Mikhail Gorbachev. One afternoon, as a kind of going-away present, Aleksandr Yakovlev, who had been

    Gorbachev’s most trusted and liberal-minded adviser, gave me an interview and let it be known that he, too, expected a full-blown putsch. It was practically inevitable, he said. And yet

    there seemed no reason to over-react. Rumors of apocalypse in Moscow were a constant—if you took them all seriously you’d go out of your mind—and so a couple of days after the

    Post published my story on the Yakovlev interview, we said our goodbyes. We left Moscow. Which was a mistake. Twelve hours later, back in

    New York, with a television tuned to CNN, my wife and I watched a column of tanks rumbling past our apartment building. The coup had begun. The next morning I took a flight back to Sheremetyevo

    Airport, and then sheepishly hitched a ride to the barricades, where the anti-coup protesters were already feeling confident enough to be sticking long-stemmed carnations into the barrels of the

    army’s machine guns. The KGB had lost the power to intimidate and the confidence to fire—at least for the moment. Two days later, the coup was finished; by Christmas, so was the

    Soviet Union.




    Flying away from the scene of the crime is a journalistic

    felony that can be forgiven with time only if you remind yourself that even the most observant can see only hints of a large event as it is happening. Take George Orwell, every reporter’s

    hero. As a soldier in the Spanish Civil War—a soldier who went to war as both a political idealist and a self-conscious writer—Orwell could not always discern the shape of the

    conflict, the factional politics in Barcelona and Madrid, the movement of troops, the involvement of foreign powers. Certainly not when he was living in a trench. It was dark and miserable there

    and he was blinkered, ignorant of nearly everything outside of the hole in which he lived. He could record the feel of his war, the cold,

    the rain, the filth, the lack of fuel, the lice, what it was like to be shot at, and what it was like to look down the barrel of your own rifle at another human being and

    fire. The political analysis, the considered judgments—they could be filled in later.




    The pieces collected here—all written for The New

    Yorker, where I have worked since 1992—attempt to

    see someone up close, if only for a moment in time: Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn as he packed his bags to return to Russia, Václav Havel as he prepared to end his magical career as President and

    leave Prague Castle. Some of my favorite Profile writers, including the magazine’s two great Joes, Liebling and Mitchell, often wrote about people who were distinctly unfamous and were free

    with their time. The results of that work, the human, emotional material, often ran as deep as the best fiction. My subjects here tend to be more elusive. They are figures in the public arena,

    people who are in the midst of a crisis, passing out of one, or anticipating one on the horizon. They are, with some exceptions, people obsessed with altering the history of their era or

    recording it. Their time was usually limited and sometimes grudgingly provided. They had reputations to protect, public and private agendas to consider, sometimes even a machinery of public

    relations to keep reporters at bay. The hope, as well as the vanity, is that eventually even public figures will let down their guard, they will be themselves, they will cross the line. Generally

    speaking, they do what they can to make sure that does not happen.
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      The Wilderness Campaign:




      Al Gore




      “Hey, Dwayne? . . .

      Dwayne?”




      “Yes, Mr. Vice-President?”




      “Could I have some more coffee?”




      “Yes, Mr. Vice-President. Coming . . .”




      “Thanks, Dwayne.”




      It was ten in the morning in Nashville, a quiet weekday, with most of the neighbors off to work, and Albert Gore, Jr.,

      sat at the head of his dining-room table eating breakfast. His plate was crowded with scrambled eggs, bacon, toast. His pond-size mug had, in a flash, been refilled by Dwayne Kemp, his cook, a

      skilled and graceful man who had been employed by the Gores when, as his boss often puts it, “we were still working in the White House.” Freshly showered and shaved, Gore was

      wearing a midnight-blue shirt and gray wool trousers. In the months after losing the battle for Florida’s electoral votes and conceding the Presidency to George W. Bush, on December

      13, 2000, Gore seemed to let himself go, dropping

      out of sight, traveling around Spain, Italy, and Greece for six weeks with his wife, Tipper. He wore dark glasses and a baseball cap tugged down low. He grew a mountain-man

      beard and gained weight. When he began appearing in public again, mainly in classrooms, he took to introducing himself by saying, “Hi, I’m Al Gore. I used to be the next President

      of the United States.” People looked at this rather bulky and hirsute man—a politician who had only recently won 50,999,897 votes for the Presidency, more than any Democrat in history, more than any candidate in history except Ronald Reagan in

      1984, and more than half a million more votes than the man who assumed the office—and did not know quite what to

      feel or how to behave, and so they cooperated in his elaborate self-deprecations. They laughed at his jokes, as if to help him erase what everyone understood to be a disappointment of historic

      proportions—“the heartbreak of a lifetime,” as Karenna, the eldest of his four children, put it.




      “You know the old saying,” Gore told one audience after another. “You win some, you lose

      some—and then there’s that little-known third category.”




      Gore has since dispensed with the beard but not the weight. He is still thick around the middle. He eats quickly and

      thoroughly, and with a determined relish, precisely like a man who no longer has to care that he might look heavy on Larry King Live.

      “You want some eggs?” he asked. “Dwayne’s the best.”




      This has been the first election season in a generation in which Al Gore has not pursued national office. He ran for

      President in 1988, when he was thirty-nine; for Vice-President, on Bill Clinton’s ticket, in 1992 and 1996; and then again for President in 2000. Having decided that a rematch against Bush would be too divisive (or, perhaps, too difficult), Gore has made an effort not to

      brood on the sidelines. Instead, he used words like “liberated” and “free” with a determined conviction to describe his inner condition. He was free of the burden, free

      of the pressure, free of the camera’s eye. At home in Nashville, the phone barely rang. There were no advance people at the door, no aides at his shoulder. He could say what he wanted and

      it hardly made a ripple in the media. If he felt like calling George Bush a “moral coward,” if he felt like comparing Guantánamo and Abu Ghraib to islands in an

      “American gulag” or the President’s media operatives to “digital Brown Shirts,” well, he just went ahead and did it. No worries, no hesitation. True, at noon at

      the Belcourt Theatre, he was to deliver a speech to a group called the Music Row Democrats, but the only cameras were likely to be local. He jokingly outlined the speech on a small notepad with

      just two words: “war” and “economy.”




      When Al and Tipper Gore had recovered from the initial shock of the 2000 election, they spent $2.3 million on the house they live in now: a hundred-year-old colonial on Lynwood Boulevard, in the Belle Meade section of Nashville.

      They still own a place in Arlington, Virginia—a house that was built by Tipper’s grandfather—and a ninety-acre cattle farm in the Gore family seat of Carthage, Tennessee; but

      Arlington was perilously close to Washington, and Carthage was too remote for a full-time residence, especially for Tipper. Belle Meade, which resembles Buckhead, in Atlanta, or Mountain Brook,

      near Birmingham, is a prosperous redoubt for businessmen and country-music stars; it encompasses a neighborhood of broad, sloping lawns, and houses with magnolia trees and “estate”

      driveways up front and glassy modern additions and swimming pools out back. Chet Atkins used to be a neighbor; Leon Russell still is. Some of the features of the house, which the couple

      expanded with the help of an architect, are distinctly Gore-ish: Tipper’s full drum set, in the living room (complete with congas); Al’s grip-and-grin photographs with the Clintons

      and world leaders, along the walls. There are fewer books and more televisions than you might expect. When the architect was designing the rear addition to the house, Gore asked him to curve

      the walls inward in two places in order to save several trees. “The trees weren’t anything special, nothing rare or anything,” he said. “I just couldn’t bear to

      bring ’em down.” In the backyard, around the patio and the extra-long pool, where Al and Tipper do laps, Gore also installed an anti-bug system that sprays a fine mist of ground

      chrysanthemums from various discreet sources: a tree trunk, a patio wall. “The mosquitoes just hate it,” he said. Other features of the house are less environmentally correct. A

      2004 black Cadillac, which Gore drives, was parked in the driveway. A ’65 Mustang—a Valentine’s Day gift from Al to Tipper—was parked in the garage.




      Gore finished his eggs. He walked to a covered patio on the side of the house and settled into a soft chair. Dwayne

      brought his coffee cup and refilled it.




      Gore has hardly been a recluse since deciding, in late 2002, not to run again. In the past year, he has delivered a series of speeches in New York and Washington sharply criticizing the

      Bush Administration, but he has answered few questions. “It’s better that way for a while,” he said. He has given speeches for money all around the world. And he is teaching

      courses, mainly about the intersection of community and the American family, at Middle Tennessee State University, in Murfreesboro, and Fisk University, in Nashville.




      “We’ve got about forty hours of lectures and classes on tape,” Gore said, deadpan.

      “Now’s your chance to watch them.”




      Gore is beginning to make serious money. He is a board member for Apple and a senior adviser to Google, which just

      went through its IPO. He has also been working on creating a cable-television station and developing a financial enterprise.




      “I’m having a blast,” he said.




      In a parliamentary system, a candidate for Prime Minister, after losing an election, often returns to a prominent seat

      in parliament. It doesn’t work that way in the United States. Here, you make your own way: you give speeches, write memoirs, accumulate a fortune, find a righteous cause. Sometimes a

      reporter might come calling, but not often. In any case, Donna Brazile, Gore’s campaign manager in 2000, said,

      “When it was over, the Democratic Party kicked him to the curb,” preferring to forget not only the Florida catastrophe but also Gore’s own misplays: his mutating personality

      in the three debates with Bush; his reliance on political consultants; his inability to exploit Bill Clinton’s enduring popularity and his failure to win Clinton’s Arkansas, much

      less Tennessee; his decision not to press immediately for a statewide recount in Florida. Now, everywhere he goes, Gore is faced with crowds who despair of the Bush Administration and see in

      him all that might have been, all the what-ifs. The heartbreak of a lifetime. Sometimes people approach him and address him as

      “Mr. President.” Some try to cheer him up and tell him, “We know you really won.” Some tilt their heads, affecting a look of grave sympathy, as if he had just lost a

      family member. He has to face not only his own regrets; he is forever the mirror of others’. A lesser man would have done far worse than grow a beard and put on a few pounds.




      More than Franklin Roosevelt, or even John F. Kennedy, Gore was raised to be President. His father, Albert Gore, Sr.,

      a senator who was known to look as noble as a Roman statesman, expected it of him. When Gore’s mother was pregnant with Al, Gore Senior told the editors of the Nashville Tennessean that if his wife gave birth to a boy he didn’t want to see the story tucked deep in the paper. After Al was born, the headline

      read, WELL, MR. GORE, HERE HE IS, ON PAGE 1. Six years later, the Senator planted a story in the Knoxville News Sentinel about how young Al had coaxed his father into buying him a more expensive bow-and-arrow set than they had planned to get.

      “There may be another Gore on the way toward the political pinnacle,” the story said. “He’s just six years old now. But with his experiences to date, who knows what may

      happen.” By the time Gore made it to Harvard (the only school he applied to), he was informing his class of his ultimate ambition. His first run, in 1988, after he had spent just a few years in the Senate, was less an act of youthful presumption than a hurried attempt to win the

      White House in his father’s lifetime.




      Gore is fifty-six years old. After the 2000

      race was finally resolved, some of the people around him consoled him by telling him to “remember Richard Nixon,” how Nixon lost the Presidential race in 1960, lost the California governorship in 1962—informing the press that it would no longer have him to “kick around anymore”—and then came back to win

      the White House in 1968. Somehow, when that advice is mentioned to Gore today, it is neither consoling nor enticing. If

      John Kerry wins in November, that would likely spell the end of Gore’s career in national politics; if Kerry loses, there would still be strong figuresin a prospective ﬁeld for

      2008, not least John Edwards and Hillary Clinton.




      “Basically, the answer is, I do not expect to ever be a candidate again,” Gore said. “I really

      don’t. The second part of the answer is, I haven’t ruled it out completely. And the third qualifier is, I don’t add the second part as a way of signaling coyness. It’s

      merely to complete an honest answer to the question and it in no way changes the principal part of the answer. Which is, I really do not expect that I will be a candidate. If I did expect to be

      a candidate again, I would probably not feel the same freedom to let it rip in these speeches the way I am. And I enjoy that. It feels”—and there was that word again—“it

      feels liberating to me.” Running again for the Senate or accepting a Cabinet position, he said, was also out of the question.




      Gore, along with no small part of the country, is convinced that had things turned out differently in Florida in

      2000, had the conservatives on the Supreme Court not outnumbered the liberals by a single vote, the United States would

      not be in the condition it’s in: the front page would not be describing chaos in Iraq, record budget deficits, the rollback of numerous environmental initiatives, a diminishment of civil

      liberties, a curtailment of stem-cell research, an erosion of American prestige abroad. Gore does not admit to any bitterness, but it is plain in nearly every speech he gives; and while the

      feeling may be partly personal—who could blame him?—it runs to a deeper, more public-minded sentiment than the disappointment of his own, or his father’s, ambitions.




      “Here you have a guy who worked all his life to achieve the one thing he wanted—to be President of the

      United States—and it was there, in his grasp,” Tony Coelho, Gore’s campaign chairman in 2000, said.

      “He felt Clinton hurt him, but nevertheless he worked his butt off and brought it off. He won the most votes, by half a million, but then the Supreme Court steps in and

      it’s gone. It is hard for any of us to understand what that means or how it feels. The truth is that Gore is really a policy guy, not a political guy, and for him to feel that he was on

      the cusp of the ultimate policy job, that he could affect policy and the world like no one else, and then nothing—well, imagine that!”




      In a little while, a new friend of Gore’s, an eccentric musician and visual artist named Robert Ellis

      Orrall, was going to swing by to take him and Tipper to the Belcourt.




      “You’ll like Bob,” Gore said, smiling. “But I’m warning you: he does his own thing.

      He’s a crazy kinda guy.”




      Gore delivered that last sentence in what I came to think of as his Mr. Goofy voice. When he wants to undercut

      something he is saying, to indicate that he knows he is speaking in a cliché or taking on a stentorian or pompous tone, he uses the Mr. Goofy voice, stretching his face into a kind of

      clownish expression and affecting a tone more suited to a television dinosaur. Then, there is the Herr Professor voice, Gore as lecturer. Gore didn’t really want to talk politics at

      first, but when the subject of the press came up he seized on it and gave, at my best estimation, a twenty-minute discourse on the degradation of “the public sphere,” a phrase

      coined by the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas in the nineteen-sixties. (One tries, and fails, to imagine the current President alluding to the author of Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action.) “He’s a ve-rrry interesting guy,” Gore said. “Why am I just finding out

      about him?”




      It’s easy to see that Gore, lacking public office, likes to teach. In his uninterrupted answer, he mentioned the

      brain-imaging center at New York University; The Alphabet Versus the Goddess, by Leonard Shlain; Broca’s Brain, by Carl Sagan; an Op-Ed piece in the Times about the decline of

      reading in America, by Andrew Solomon; the lack of research on the relation between the brain and television—“There is just nothing on the dendrite level about watching television” Gutenberg and the rise of print; the sovereign rule of reason in the Enlightenment;

      individualism—“a term first used by de Tocqueville to describe America in the eighteen-thirties” Thomas Paine; Benjamin Franklin. “O.K., now fast-forward through the

      telegraph, the phonograph.” O.K., but we didn’t fast-forward: first, there was Samuel Morse, who failed to hear the news of his wife’s dying while he was painting a portrait—“You know, he has a painting in the White House, if I remember correctly”— and

      therefore went out and invented a faster means of communication. “Now fast-forward again to Marconi . . . now that’s an interesting story” the sinking of the Titanic; David Sarnoff; the agricultural origin of the term “broadcast” moving right along to “the nineteen

      visual centers of the brain” an article on “flow” in Scientific American; the “orienting

      reflex” in vertebrates; the poignancy and “ultimate failure” of political demonstrations as a means of engaging the aforementioned public sphere—“I mean, what do

      you really have? A crowd of people holding posters with five words on them at most hoping for a TV camera to come along for a few seconds of airtime?”—and, finally, Gore’s own

      1969 Harvard thesis, on the effect of television on the Presidency and the rise, at about that time, of image over print

      as a means of transmitting news. This was all a way to talk about the cable-television station that he is developing.




      “What kind of station will it be?” I asked.




      “Well, I really can’t talk about it,” he said. “Not yet.”




      What Gore does care to talk about, and what he has talked about openly and in language shocking in its contrast with

      his old stilted caution, are the failures of the man who prevailed in 2000.




      “You’re free to speak clearly,” I offered.




      “I’m unplugged,” he said.




      A few minutes later, Robert Ellis Orrall arrived. A charming man in his late forties with close-cropped hair and an

      earring, Orrall has a vibrant sense of performance, insofar as he is always performing. He began telling jokes the moment he arrived, and Gore seemed to relax completely in his presence.




      Tipper Gore, wearing a cotton sweater and hot-pink pants, came out on the patio to greet Orrall.




      “How are you, Bob?”




      “Just fine, Tipper, but a little nervous. They asked me to introduce Al at this thing, so I’ve got this

      little speech . . .”




      A slight breeze of anxiety riffled Gore’s features. Orrall gave every indication of being an unpredictable stage

      presence. It was one thing to clown around on the patio, quite another when you’re introducing the former Vice-President in front of a few hundred supporters.




      “I hope you, um, wrote it down, Bob,” Gore said.




      “I got it right here,” Orrall said, patting his pocket.




      The four of us walked out to the driveway and climbed into Orrall’s car, an incommodious

      Volkswagen Golf. The former Vice-President opened the front door, fastidiously folded in half, and inserted himself through the narrow space available, as if through a mail slot. Once inside,

      he shifted his legs, zigging them up and to the right, forming with them what seemed to be an especially complicated letter in the Cyrillic alphabet. Then he very slowly closed the door on

      himself. There were no major injuries. Tipper climbed in back.




      Orrall steered out of the driveway and headed toward the theater. There were no sirens, no trail cars besides the

      normal run of traffic.




      Gore smiled and said, “Bob, you could pretend like you’re Secret Service, but you’d have to be

      wearing an earpiece instead of an earring.”




      “I’ll do my best,” Orrall said.




      “Please do!” Mr. Goofy said.




      Orrall is a performer of parts, and one of them is as “Bob Something,” the chief songwriter and singer for

      a farcical band called Monkey Bowl. Monkey Bowl might be described as a cross between the Fugs and Ali G.




      As we drove, Orrall produced a Monkey Bowl CD titled Plastic

      Three-Fifty, which listed such songs as “Stupid Man Things,” “Hip Hop the Bunny,” and “Books Suck.” The second cut on the disk was called, simply,

      “Al Gore.”




      Not long after they met, through a mutual friend, Orrall played an early version of the song for Gore. Gore liked it

      so much that he added a touch of his own.




      “Let’s play it,” Orrall said, and he slipped it into his CD player. After an infectious string of

      guitar chords and backbeat, Orrall started singing:




      

        

          Al Gore lives on my street,




          Three-twenty-something, Lynwood Boulevard.




          And, he doesn’t know me




          but I voted for him. Yeah, I punched the card!




          I don’t know how he lives with knowing,




          That even though he won the popular vote




          He still lives on my street, right down the street




          From me.


        


      




      Soon, everyone in the car started laughing, maybe Gore most of all, and Tipper was whacking her palm against her

      knee in time with the drums:




      

        

          One time, I had a bike




          And I was a kid, and someone stole it from me




          And still I’m mad about that,




          Carrying anger, I just can’t let it be.




          I need to be more forgiving, I know it,




          ’Cause even with the popular vote,




          Al Gore lives on my street, right down the street,




          From me.


        


      




      After another verse comically contrasting Orrall’s childhood defeat and self-pity to Gore’s historical

      disappointment and recovery, the chorus takes its climactic turn:




      

        

          Life isn’t fair, don’t tell me, I know it




          ’Cause even with the popular vote,




          Al Gore lives on my street, right down the street from me [repeats]




          President Gore lives on my street, right down the street from me.


        


      




      Finally, the song seemed to be ending, but then came the voice of Gore himself: “Hey, man, I like your song,

      but you need to get over all that stuff. Hey, this is a great neighborhood!”




      Everyone applauded, and Orrall kept driving.




      After a while, we started talking about Michael Moore’s movie Fahrenheit 9/11, and the opening scenes, which show perhaps the most painful scene in Gore’s

      political life—the day he had to preside over a joint session of Congress in his role as President of the Senate as it certified the votes of the Electoral College, a process that was

      repeatedly interrupted by various African-American members of the House who tried, and failed, to gain the floor and object to the proceedings. It was Gore, of course, who had to follow the

      rules of order and send them to their seats, all the while knowing that his defense of decorum and law would be seen as a kind of self-flagellation, a defense of a man he disdained, or would

      come to disdain.




      “It’s unbelievable, that scene,” Orrall said.




      There was a long pause, and then Gore said, “We haven’t had a chance to see it yet. We were on vacation

      when it came out.” Gore made it sound as if he had missed an opportunity to see Harold & Kumar Go to White Castle, but Tipper

      said, “I’m not sure I could watch it.”




      Gore remarked that he had been on Al Franken’s radio show not long ago. “I called in from

      Nashville,” he said. The guest was Michael Moore. Franken went into his New Age therapist Stuart Smalley routine, and, with both Gore and Moore on the line, said,

      “Now, Michael, is there something you’d like to say to the Vice-President?”




      In 2000, Moore and others on the left gave

      support to the third-party candidacy of Ralph Nader, who was campaigning on the notion that there was no difference between Gore and Bush. Without Nader in the race, Gore would likely have won

      the Presidency, even excluding Florida.




      “We’re really sorry, Al,” Moore said.




      Gore laughed as he recalled the story: “I gave it a big pause and said, ‘For what, Michael?’ And

      then he gave a whole complicated explanation about how he was voting in New York State, which wasn’t in play, and how Nader had promised not to campaign in any swing states, and

      blah-blah-blah. So I said, ‘That sounds aw-fully complicated, Michael.’ ” (Afterward, I listened to the exchange on

      the Internet. Franken remarked that it was really “not a full-on apology” and Moore made sure to tell Gore, “You’re more liberal than you were four years ago.”)

      Later, Gore told me, “I did see Bowling for Columbine. I really appreciate what he’s trying to do, but I wouldn’t

      have thought before seeing the movie that anyone could have aroused any sympathy in me for Charlton Heston. And yet he did. . . . I’m sure there is some of that in Fahrenheit 9/11.”




      Orrall pulled the VW into the parking lot of the Belcourt Theatre. Someone pointed him in the direction of a space

      that had been saved with an orange traffic cone.




      “Hey!” Gore said. “We’ve got an orange cone!”




      As the Gores went through a side door, they met Bob Titley, one of the co-founders of the Music Row Democrats.

      Nashville is a center of the music industry, and the area around Sixteenth Avenue, where all the main recording and publishing companies have their offices, is called Music Row. For the most

      part, the country-music business is Republican. But there have always been exceptions, as when one of the Dixie Chicks said, last year, that she was ashamed of having Bush as President. When

      the Dixie Chicks were roundly denounced, a number of executives and songwriters in Nashville decided to start the new group.




      “Is there any reason you haven’t invited me to one of your Kerry-oke nights?” Gore asked Titley.




      “We were saving you for a really big night,” he said.




      Orrall took the stage, plugged a performance he was making that evening at a local club, the Bluebird Café, and

      efficiently introduced the day’s speaker. “He won the popular vote . . . and he lives down the street from me!” Gore, who was now wearing a jacket and tie,

      came out to a standing ovation, and he was smiling broadly and waving and doing that mouthing-gratitude-delightedly-pointing-out-friends-in-the-crowd thing that politicians do. He had torn into

      the Bush Administration quite often lately, and he knew well the particulars of his indictment.




      When the crowd finally quieted down, he thanked a few people and said, “Hello. I’m Al Gore, and I used to

      be the next President of the United States.”




      Everyone laughed. He kept his practiced deadpan. “I don’t find that particularly funny,” he

      said.




      Everyone laughed again. “Put yourself in my position. I flew on Air Force Two for eight years. Now I have to take off my shoes to get on an airplane.




      “Not long ago, I was on Interstate 40

      going from here to Carthage. We were driving ourselves. I looked in the rearview mirror. There was no motorcade. You heard of phantom-limb pain?” At around dinnertime, at the Lebanon

      exit, he went on, the Gores found a Shoney’s—“a low-cost family restaurant”—and the waitress made a fuss over Tipper and then went to the next booth and said,

      “He’s come down a long way, hasn’t he?” Not long afterward, Gore said, he flew to Nigeria on a Gulf-stream V to give a speech on energy. In that speech, he told the

      story about what had happened at dinner back in Tennessee, carefully explaining what a Shoney’s was. On the way home from Africa, the plane stopped to refuel in the Azores. While Gore was

      waiting on the tarmac, a man came running with an urgent message, “Mr. Vice-President! You have to call Washington!” and handed him some wire copy.




      “I wondered what could be wrong in Washington,” Gore said. “Then I realized—a whole

      bunch of things.”




      It turned out that a reporter in Lagos had mixed things up and written a story saying that Gore had “opened a

      low-cost family restaurant called Shoney’s.”




      Well, Gore said, “later, I got a letter from Bill Clinton saying, ‘Congratulations on the new

      restaurant.’ See, we like to celebrate each other’s successes.”




      Gore has masked his outrage about the 2000

      election with a distinct blend of uncomplaining poise and media-age irony which keeps him separate in our minds from the three men in American history who have shared his

      peculiar fate: Andrew Jackson, Grover Cleveland, and Samuel Tilden.




      When Jackson lost the election in 1824 to John

      Quincy Adams despite winning the popular vote, he never ceased charging fraud and raging against the “cheating and corruption and bribery” of the system, to say nothing of the

      treachery of Henry Clay, who traded his own electors to Adams for the office of Secretary of State. Four years later, Jackson ran again and won.




      Cleveland, running for reelection in 1888,

      lost the electoral vote to Benjamin Harrison but quickly assured his supporters that he would be redeemed. Take care of the furnishings in the White House, his wife, Frances, told

      staffers—we’ll be back. Cleveland gained his second term, and his revenge, four years later.




      Tilden was different. A New York Democrat, Samuel Tilden was a reform-minded governor who made a high-minded challenge

      to Rutherford B. Hayes in 1876. Tilden seemed the clear winner of the popular vote, but when disputed returns came in

      from four states, particularly Florida, Congress appointed a special electoral commission, which was controlled, in the main, by the Republican Party. The commission voted on partisan lines to

      give Hayes the electoral votes in question, and Tilden lost. He was viewed as intelligent but awkward and remote; he was criticized for being too weak, too hesitant to challenge the commission

      with the necessary ferocity. Instead of pressing the case politically, he decamped to Europe, and eventually retreated to Graystone, his estate in Yonkers. Faced with the decision of whether to

      run in 1880, Tilden wrote a letter declining: “I desire nothing so much as an honorable discharge.” He rarely

      left Graystone, and died in 1886. On Tilden’s tombstone was engraved “I Still Trust the People.”




      Al Gore handled his defeat and, ultimately, his decision to stay out of the 2004 Presidential race in ways that echoed Tilden’s. After the Supreme Court decision, and after Gore decided not to pursue a

      “scorched earth” strategy of undermining Bush’s legitimacy in the press and in the courts, he gave a concession speech on December 13, 2000, that will be remembered as demonstrating nearly

      perfect equanimity and pitch, a speech that exalted the rule of law and seemed to go a long way toward cooling the public war and his own inner rage. To write that speech, Gore drew on the

      bitter defeat in 1970 of Al Gore, Sr., at the hands of a race-baiting opponent. “As for the battle that ends

      tonight,” he said, “I do believe, as my father once said, that no matter how hard the loss, defeat might serve as well as victory to shape the soul and let the glory

      out.”




      Gore’s tone was elegiac, but, like Tilden, he still faced a decision, and it was solely within the Gore family

      that the decision would be made. Even during the campaign, Gore was surrounded mainly by paid professionals, not loyalists. And, afterward, his circle, such as it was, fractured and went its

      own way. Unlike Clinton, who could draw on a huge pool of friends for advice, Gore lacked the gift, or the patience, for showing gratitude, for keeping in close touch. Donna Brazile complained

      that she had never got so much as a thank-you note for her service in 2000, and many who had worked for Gore or who had

      given serious money to the campaign reported similar experiences. “He treated people poorly,” said Robert Bauer, one of Gore’s aides during the Florida battle. “He was

      cold, aloof, condescending, ungrateful. There were legendary stories about how he treated people with a lack of gratitude. There is a strange character in Gore. . . . He is an isolated

      man.” Other aides were less harsh, saying that Gore was brusque and demanding but not unkind. Yet, once freed of the apparatus and the requirements of a political campaign, Gore really

      did savor his time alone, thinking, reading, writing speeches, surfing the Internet. “One thing about Gore personally is that he is an introvert,” another former aide said.

      “Politics was a horrible career choice for him. He should have been a college professor or a scientist or an engineer. He would have been happier. He finds dealing with other people

      draining. And so he has trouble keeping up his relations with people. The classical difference between an introvert and an extrovert is that if you send an introvert into a reception or an

      event with a hundred other people he will emerge with less energy than he had going in. An extrovert will come out of that event energized, with more energy than he had going in. Gore needs a

      rest after an event; Clinton would leave invigorated, because dealing with people came naturally to him.”




      Gore ran for President in the shadow of Clinton: in the shadow of Clinton’s talents and his mistakes—most

      of all, the affair with Monica Lewinsky, the supreme gift to the Republican opposition. After it became clear that Clinton had lied to his wife, to Gore, to everyone, that he had, in fact,

      carried on the affair, the Clinton-Gore relationship, which had been more formal than advertised, collapsed nearly into silence. Gore’s choice for his running mate, Joe Lieberman, was

      heavily influenced by Lieberman’s moral denunciations of Clinton.




      “I could not persuade Gore to use Clinton,” Tony Coelho, the campaign chairman, said. “Gore felt

      strongly that there were people who wouldn’t support him if he did. To a great extent, Clinton was dismissive of his own errors. So, to him, infidelity was not that big of an issue. To Al

      Gore, it meant something. Al is a loyal and committed husband to Tipper. They are like teenagers in love, so the act was not to be dismissed. For him, it was real. He felt

      that Clinton had never publicly owned up to it. They would meet—Clinton and Gore—because we would schedule things. It was strained, even hostile at times. Al is a guy who would

      rather deal head-on than pretend, and he tried that with Clinton. Clinton would just as soon laugh it off and move on.”




      Not long after September 11, 2001, Gore visited Clinton in Chappaqua, New York. Their fallen relationship now seemed repaired. Nearly everyone in the Gore camp

      still believes that Clinton dearly wanted to see his Vice-President succeed him, but some suspect that he was not entirely displeased that the defeat left more room on the political stage for

      Hillary in 2008. The relationship between Gore and Hillary had long been complicated, sometimes cool.




      In the summer of 2001, Gore had ended his

      silence and launched a public critique of the Bush Administration with a speech in Florida. However, after the terror attacks, he declared Bush “my Commander-in-Chief,” a gesture

      meant to promote unity and not offend the national mood. But by September 2002, as the Bush Administration started its

      march toward a war in Iraq, Gore ended his discretion with a withering speech at the Commonwealth Club, in San Francisco, aimed at the Administration’s foreign policy. Gore, who was one

      of the few Democrats to vote in favor of the 1991 resolution in Congress endorsing the first Gulf War, now said that an

      American-led invasion of Iraq would undermine the attempt to dismantle Al Qaeda and damage the multilateral ties necessary to combat terrorism:




      

        

          If we quickly succeed in a war against the weakened and depleted fourth-rate military of Iraq, and then quickly

          abandon that nation, as President Bush has quickly abandoned almost all of Afghanistan after defeating a fifth-rate military power there, then the resulting chaos in the aftermath of a

          military victory in Iraq could easily pose a far greater danger to the United States than we presently face from Saddam.


        


      




      Gore’s challenge to the Bush White House to present real evidence of a link between Saddam Hussein and

      9/11 was, in both tone and substance, more

      critical than any speech yet delivered by the candidates in the Democratic field. Suddenly, the prospect of a Gore candidacy hit the media in a wave.




      “I wasn’t surprised by Bush’s economic policies, but I was surprised by the

      foreign policy, and I think he was, too,” Gore told me. “The real distinction of this Presidency is that, at its core, he is a very weak man. He projects himself as incredibly

      strong, but behind closed doors he is incapable of saying no to his biggest financial supporters and his coalition in the Oval Office. He’s been shockingly malleable to Cheney and

      Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz and the whole New American Century bunch. He was rolled in the immediate aftermath of 9/11. He was too weak to resist it.




      “I’m not of the school that questions his intelligence,” Gore went on. “There are different

      kinds of intelligence, and it’s arrogant for a person with one kind of intelligence to question someone with another kind. He certainly is a master at some things, and he has a following.

      He seeks strength in simplicity. But, in today’s world, that’s often a problem. I don’t think that he’s weak intellectually. I think that he is incurious. It’s

      astonishing to me that he’d spend an hour with his incoming Secretary of the Treasury and not ask him a single question. But I think his weakness is a moral weakness. I think he is a

      bully, and, like all bullies, he’s a coward when confronted with a force that he’s fearful of. His reaction to the extravagant and unbelievably selfish wish list of the wealthy

      interest groups that put him in the White House is obsequious. The degree of obsequiousness that is involved in saying ‘Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes’ to whatever these people want, no

      matter the damage and harm done to the nation as a whole—that can come only from genuine moral cowardice. I don’t see any other explanation for it, because it’s not a question

      of principle. The only common denominator is each of the groups has a lot of money that they’re willing to put in service to his political fortunes and their ferocious and unyielding

      pursuit of public policies that benefit them at the expense of the nation.”




      The rumors were that Gore would choose whether or not he would challenge Bush before the end of 2002. History will record that he declared his non-candidacy not on December 15, on 60 Minutes, but, rather, a day earlier, when he appeared as the guest host of Saturday Night

      Live. In the opening monologue, Gore said, “The good news about not being President is that I have my weekends free. The bad news is that my weekdays are also free. But I just want

      to say at the outset, tonight is not about rehashing things from the past. I mean, we all know there are things I should have done differently in the 2000 campaign. Maybe at times I was too wooden and stiff and I sighed too much and people said I was too patronizing. Patronizing, of

      course, means talking to people like they’re stupid.”




      In a sketch that parodied his selection process for a Vice-Presidential candidate, Gore was soaking

      in a hot tub with “Joe Lieberman.” Al Franken, playing a self-help therapist in another sketch, told Gore that, when he was in his bearded phase, “I think it’s pretty

      clear that you were in a humongous shame spiral.” And, later, with Martin Sheen showing him around the soundstage of The West Wing, Gore settled dreamily into the President’s chair on the Oval Office set.




      “Say, John,” Gore asked John Spencer, who plays the chief of staff. “Could you do me a small

      favor?”




      “Of course.”




      “I’m going to stand here at the window with my back to you and I’d like you to step up to the desk

      and say, ‘Mr. President, the Joint Chiefs want an answer.’ ”




      These were not the stunts of a man preparing to run for national office.




      The next night, dressed in a proper suit and wearing a properly sober expression, Gore made it official. He told

      Lesley Stahl, “I’ve come to closure on this.” A rematch with Bush, Gore felt, would be counterproductive; it would focus too much on 2000. Others around Gore accepted that but also said that Bush seemed popular, even unbeatable at the time. In the Times the next morning, Katharine Seelye, a reporter who had tormented Gore during the campaign with what he thought was her endless sniping at his

      gaffes, real and imagined, declared Al Gore “liberated.”




      At the Belcourt Theatre, after the opening volley of self-deflations, Gore moved on from praise of the

      “Clinton-Gore Administration” to a scathing critique of the Bush Administration. He rehearsed all the themes that had obsessed him for many months: the headlong rush to war, the

      manipulation of intelligence, the rollback of civil liberties, the “shame” and “betrayal” of Abu Ghraib, the exploitation of the war to manipulate the election campaign.

      (“He’s . . . using the war! Using the division! Fostering the fear!”) The one new spice of the day was a denunciation of Bush’s nominee to head the CIA, Porter Goss, who had attacked

      John Kerry on the floor of the House of Representatives. Goss, Gore declared, was an inadmissibly partisan choice.




      Gore’s main policy speeches, which have been organized by Move On.org and the American Constitution Society for

      Law and Policy, are stripped of the sort of pedantry that sometimes wanders into his conversation. For the most part, they are cogent presentations of the anti-Bush critique

      familiar to readers of the more liberal editorial pages and columnists. What gives them their added force is the speaker himself, the authority of his having won the popular vote, and his

      Senate and White House credentials on foreign policy, the environment, and nuclear proliferation.




      When I saw Gore deliver one of these speeches in Washington, and when I watched the others on tape, he was far less

      formal and awkward than he had been during the 2000 campaign. The shadow of Clinton’s preternatural performance

      skills hangs over Gore (just as it does now over Kerry), and here and there, in an effort to show passion, Gore turns his volume dial a little into the feverish zone. He begins to shout, to

      sweat, to meander past the borderline of passion into the wilderness of hysteria. But only rarely. Those overheated moments, of course, were the ones featured most prominently not only on Fox

      but on CNN, where Soledad O’Brien informed viewers with all due objectivity that Gore had indulged himself in a public “rant.”




      Gore’s Republican and conservative critics were both ferocious and mocking. The news outlets owned by Rupert

      Murdoch were especially quick to show Gore at his sweatiest, and quoted his most incendiary language. Writing in the New York Post,

      John Podhoretz declared, “It is now clear that Al Gore is insane. . . . A man who was very, very nearly President of the United States has been reduced to sounding like one of those

      people in Times Square with a megaphone screaming about God’s justice.” David Frum, a former speechwriter for Bush, wrote of Gore’s “emotional deterioration” and

      suggested that he “ought to seek out for his own good a cool and quiet darkened room.” And Charles Krauthammer, a columnist for The Washington Post who was once a practicing psychiatrist, went on Fox News Channel’s Special Report and delivered a diagnosis: “It looks as if Al Gore has gone off his lithium again.”




      Among Gore’s allies, the reaction was mainly positive, but not purely so. One said that Gore was “playing

      both ends of the game,” combining the “MoveOn.org shtick” and a new life in big banking. “The speeches make me sick,” the friend said, pointing especially to the

      use of “gulag” to describe American-run prisons. “I can’t imagine a scenario of return. He’s linked himself to the extreme left wing of the Party with these

      speeches. He’d say it’s not true, but it is.” That tends to be the view of some who put faith in Gore’s New Democrat half, the Gore who was tough on deficit spending and

      ready to use the big stick in Bosnia and Kosovo. But most of his allies, the more liberal and the more forgiving ones, endorsed the tone of the attack as precisely what his speeches four years ago lacked: clarity, conviction, even fearlessness. Eli Attie, a speechwriter for Gore who now writes scripts for The West Wing, said, “These are fierce times, and Gore’s responding to them with fierce, passionate language.

      What’s he got to lose, really?” Lisa Brown, who was counsel to Gore in the White House, said that, while Gore has moved left, “I don’t think he’s crossed the line

      into conspiracy thinking.”




      When Gore finished his speech at the Belcourt, he won another standing ovation. Offstage, he posed for pictures. His

      collar was saturated, his face was reddened. It had not been particularly hot onstage.




      On the ride back to Belle Meade, Gore started theorizing about the November election. “Twenty-eight elected

      Presidents have run for a second term and almost none of those elections were close,” he said. “Ten were defeated, and there were eighteen victories. Of the ten defeats, they

      include one who won the popular vote. The exceptions are Ford and Truman, but neither one of them was elected in the first place. And Truman’s election has the memory of closeness because

      of that incorrect newspaper headline, but it was actually about three or four points, if memory serves. This all implies that the election is a referendum on the incumbent. In

      information-theory terms, the voters have so much more information on the incumbent because they have had four years to watch him, and the opponent is a subsidiary question: Will the challenger

      be reasonably O.K.?”




      Gore, of course, believes that Kerry is more than reasonably O.K. The two men went to the Senate together in

      1984 and shared some of the same qualities: intellectual seriousness, aloofness, a background of privilege and high

      expectations. They were hardly friends.




      When I asked Gore about their relationship, he said, “In the first year, it started off as . . . um . . .

      competitive. We worked on some of the same issues in the same way, and that can be a formula for a difficult relationship. But he took the initiative to reach out to me and to identify the fact

      that he felt the relationship was not what it could be and should be and asked to sit down and talk about it and jointly create a basis for a much better working relationship. I appreciated

      that and was impressed by that. In the aftermath of that, we almost always worked together extremely well.”




      Five years ago, Kerry was wondering aloud whether he, and not Gore, should be the Party’s nominee to succeed

      Clinton.




      “He did make noise about it, to me,” Gore said. “He was straightforward with me

      about it. He told me why, exactly what his thinking was. He thought he’d be a good candidate, it might be his last shot, he might well do it, and blah-blah-blah. I told him why I thought

      it would be a mistake to do it and obviously I had a self-interest in saying it.”




      Did Kerry feel that Gore was damaged-goods-by-association after the impeachment? I asked.




      “He didn’t couch it in terms of criticism of me or my prospects but, rather, in his belief that he could

      do a better job or be a better candidate.” Gore smiled. Then he un-smiled and spoke . . . very . . . carefully. “I wasn’t angry. If he had thought those things and pursued

      those options and didn’t talk to me about it, well, that might have made me angry.” When it came time for Gore to choose a Vice-Presidential nominee, his short list included Kerry

      and John Edwards.




      Back at the house, Gore took off his jacket and tie and sat down at the dining room table. Dwayne served a lunch of

      lamb chops fanned out over a bed of seasoned greens. Another servant set down large pitchers of water and iced tea.




      As Gore tucked into his chops, he said he was quite convinced that Kerry would win in November.




      “Bush’s failures have been spectacular,” he said. “The evidence of deceit, miscalculation have

      combined to produce in the minds of a lot of people a growing conviction that it’s really not good for America.”




      Then why were the polls showing the race as being so tight?




      “I always try to tell people that it’s going to be very close and it’s extremely important that

      everybody do their part, but my own prediction is that in the end it’s probably not going to be that close. I think it’s in the process of tipping right now. Also, the Republican

      right wing has launched a kind of civil cold war in a very ruthless fashion.”




      Gore kept an open laptop at hand as we ate. (He and Tipper have matching Apple G4s. “What did you expect?” she said. “I live with the man who invented the Internet.”) He bookmarks the Internet to some of the more expected outlets—the Times, The Washington Post, Google News—but also to left-leaning sites like mediawhoresonline.com and truthout.com. From his reading, online

      and elsewhere, he has grown more convinced that, in the wake of the Goldwater collapse, in 1964, and the

      anti–Vietnam War movement, American conservatives were determined to “play a long game” and organize themselves, ideologically, financially, and intellectually, to win

      national elections and carry out a conservative revolution. Gore is interested in a memorandum written at the request of a committee chairman of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce

      by a Virginia attorney named Lewis F. Powell, Jr., and dated August 23, 1971, just two months before Nixon nominated Powell to the Supreme Court. The Powell memorandum portrays the American economic system

      as “under broad attack” by well-funded leftists, who dominate the media, academia, and even some corners of the political world. The memo describes a battle for the survival of free

      enterprise, and calls for less “hesitation” and “a more aggressive attitude” on all fronts. The memo was marked “confidential” and was distributed to

      chambers of commerce and leading executives around the nation.




      As a Supreme Court Justice, Powell turned out to be a moderate, but the conservative movement did help its favored

      candidates, not least Ronald Reagan. I asked Gore if he thought that Hillary Clinton, in the midst of the Lewinsky period, had been right to raise the specter of a “vast right-wing

      conspiracy.”




      “It’s hard to separate the phrase from all the dicta that have grown up around it,” he said.

      “It stands for something it wasn’t originally intended to mean. The word ‘vast’ is accurate; the phrase ‘right-wing’ is accurate; it’s the word

      ‘conspiracy’ that people want to modify, because it implies to many who hear it something that I don’t think Hillary intended when she used it. I’m sure my phrase

      ‘civil cold war’ is vulnerable to even worse misinterpretations.”




      Gore was quick to distinguish the Bush Administration from any predecessor. Things were “much worse” now,

      in his view, than in the nineteen-eighties. “The experience of the Reagan Administration was in many ways disappointing to the right wing,” he said. “It was satisfying to have

      a champion who won the hearts of so many Americans and was so eloquent as a presenter of many of their ideas, but it was deeply disappointing to them that he bowed to reason far more than they

      would have wanted. The largest tax increase in history was not the Clinton-Gore increase in ’93 but what Reagan did

      in ’82. That was really disturbing to them. His arms-control initiatives, which I was a big part of, were very

      troubling to people like Richard Perle, who is very prominent in the genesis of the Iraq policy. There was a determination, in the aftermath of the Reagan experience, to prepare themselves for

      the next opportunity they had. So that they would be comprehensive and uncompromising across the board. Then, when Gingrich and his crew succeeded, in ’94, they laid the foundation for the identification of all the discrete levers of power and particular programs, policies, offices,

      agencies that needed, in their view, to be transformed. . . . Bush, as a candidate, basically shook hands with this collection of groups that were bound together to respect

      each other’s respective self-interest. What they had in common was that they were all powerful and had a set of objectives that were counter to the public interest.”




      Gore refreshed himself with a long sip of tea. The chops and the greens had been dispatched and a fruity granita,

      served in tall crystal cups, had been placed before us. He polished off the ice and checked his laptop. Then he began talking about the disappearance of the Soviet Union and the old

      “bipolar” world.




      “One consequence is that there is an emergent triumphalism among market fundamentalists that has assumed an

      attitude of infallibility and arrogance that has led its adherents to be dismissive and contemptuous of values that are not monetized if they don’t fit into their ideology.”




      What’s missing? I asked.




      “Families, the environment, communities, the beauty of life, the arts. Abraham Maslow, best known for his

      hierarchy of needs, had a dictum that if the only tool you use is a hammer, then every problem begins to look like a nail. Translating that into this discussion: if the only tool you use for

      measuring value is a price tag or monetization, then those values that are not easily monetized begin to look like they have no value. And so there’s an easy contempt, which they summon

      on a moment’s notice for tree-huggers or people concerned about global warming.”




      And yet the Bush ideology is tinged with religious belief, I said. Not everything comes with a price tag attached.




      Gore’s mouth tightened. A Southern Baptist, he, too, had declared himself born again, but he clearly had disdain

      for Bush’s public kind of faith.




      “It’s a particular kind of religiosity,” he said. “It’s the American version of the same

      fundamentalist impulse that we see in Saudi Arabia, in Kashmir, in religions around the world: Hindu, Jewish, Christian, Muslim. They all have certain features in common. In a world of

      disconcerting change, when large and complex forces threaten familiar and comfortable guideposts, the natural impulse is to grab hold of the tree trunk that seems to have the deepest roots and

      hold on for dear life and never question the possibility that it’s not going to be the source of your salvation. And the deepest roots are in philosophical and religious traditions that

      go way back. You don’t hear very much from them about the Sermon on the Mount, you don’t hear very much about the teachings of Jesus on giving to the poor, or the Beatitudes.

      It’s the vengeance, the brimstone.”




      Tipper had gone out to lunch with Bob Orrall’s wife, Christine, and now they were back.




      Recently, Tipper had bought three designer flyswatters and wanted to show them off.




      “Flyswatters?”




      “You can catch them with your hand, Al, but check these out.”




      Tipper produced three extraordinarily artful flyswatters and laid them out on the dining-room table.




      “Hey, Christine,” Gore said, “how do I call up Bob’s paintings on the Internet? I want to show

      . . .”




      Christine, a woman far less theatrical than her husband, told him.




      Gore typed in the correct URL and the right thing happened. He had not looked so delighted all day.




      “Bob does these paintings about all these childhood traumas of his and then he writes about it on the

      canvas.”




      “We were in marriage counseling,” Christine said, “and then he started doing these things about

      childhood memories instead.”




      “That must have been cheaper than therapy,” Gore said.




      “Well, we’re still married!”




      Gore swung his laptop around and started calling the paintings up on the screen and reading the captions. One of them

      showed a group of people gathered around a child at an amusement park. The writing on it said, “Don’t throw up at Disneyland. Everyone acts like you broke the law or something, and

      your parents try to pretend you’re someone else’s kid. Then they mark off the area like it’s a crime scene and these guys who clean it up are wearing radiation suits.

      I’m not kidding. Then it’s ‘Well I think we’ve had enough for one day,’ and back to sharing a bed with your brothers at the Howard Johnson Motor Lodge.”




      Gore was laughing very loudly. “That was traumatic, wasn’t it?” he said. Then he started clicking

      again on the laptop. “Where’s the one where he was so fat he was hiding pencils in the rolls of his belly?”




      Then Gore said, “Now this has become a profit center for your family, hasn’t it?”




      “Lucinda Williams bought five of them,” Christine said. “You know, she really—”




      Gore interrupted. There was real excitement in his voice, half sincere, half Mr. Goofy.




      “Look, honey, I committed news!”




      Gore had Googled his speech at the Belcourt, and there was a story on the wires about it. The first paragraphs were

      about his criticism of Porter Goss.




      Before Christine left, she and Tipper and Al made plans for the weekend. They might have dinner, go hear some music at

      the Bluebird or somewhere.




      Gore kept looking at the computer screen.




      “As a general rule, where news is concerned, if you are the President you have a traveling press corps, and if

      you are the Party’s nominee you do, too,” he said. “But with those two exceptions, outside of the Scott Peterson trial, nothing—a speech, a proposal, something in the

      democratic discourse—nothing will be national news unless it occurs within a ten-minute cab ride of downtown Manhattan or downtown Washington, D.C. Los Angeles, Chicago, St.

      Louis—they don’t exist. This thing here about the speech? It’ll just be a little AP storylet. That’s about it.”




      Gore’s one moment to transcend the storylets of the wire service this year was his appearance at the

      Democratic National Convention, in Boston, in late July. Gore had not intended to stay long. The Party, now led by people who were putting their hopes in John Kerry’s prospects, was, by

      all appearances, willing to give Gore only a tertiary role at the convention. Rather than remind Democrats of what could have been, rather than arouse any sense of anger or regret, they seemed

      intent on hiding him. Donna Brazile was right: he had been cast to the curb. The convention began on a Monday, and that evening was designated “formers” night, with Gore, Jimmy

      Carter, and Bill Clinton all speaking. But, with the broadcast networks shaving their schedules to minimal coverage, they were giving airtime only to Clinton. The winner of the 2000 popular vote would be the stuff of MSNBC, CNN, and ABC’s digital operation. “We’re only in town for Al’s

      speech and then we’re all getting out of here,” said Carter Eskew, who was Gore’s strategist in the last campaign. “We’ve been here, done that, if you know what I

      mean. This is someone else’s party.”




      “This is a pretty emotional time,” said Gore’s aide Josh Cherwin, an ex-fund-raiser for the

      Democrats in his mid-twenties. “This should have been a moment of glory, Gore’s renomination. Instead, it’s pretty damn painful.”




      I met Gore early on Monday at the Four Seasons Hotel. On the way over, I’d read a story in the Times on Gore’s Boston appearance, by Katharine Seelye. Gore was made, once more, to look slightly ridiculous.




      Gore had promised to do a video greeting for all the state delegations that were having “kickoff”

      breakfasts in hotel ballrooms around town. He and Cherwin arrived at the room for the bargain-basement broadcast looking bleary-eyed. The convention speech was especially

      important for him to get right, even if it was not terribly important to anyone else. This could be his last time at the podium.




      Now all Gore had to do was take a seat, look into a camera, and say a few nice words to the delegates—about as

      routine a political task as can be imagined. And yet the makeup woman worked on him as if she were preparing him for the opening close-up in The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. After around twenty minutes of having his pores detailed, Gore smiled gamely and said, “This may be the most

      professional makeup job for a webcam ever.”




      “It’s actually not a webcam, sir,” someone said. “It’s videoconferencing.”




      “Ah. And that’s not just a mute button,” Gore said, fumbling with a switch in front of him.

      “It’s an activation device.”




      Everyone else was quiet in that it’s-too-early-no-coffee sort of way. Gore, however, seemed desperate to be

      cheerful.




      The director asked Gore to test the sound level on his microphone.




      Gore nodded and began to speak in the husky whisper of Ronald Reagan: “Ladies and gentlemen, in one minute we

      will begin . . .”




      None of the young technicians seemed to get the reference. The makeup woman did and she smiled.




      Then something strange happened—strange if you have never been in the presence of Al Gore. At the instant he was

      asked to perform, to speak into the camera, his whole body straightened. He smiled a little . . . too much. The smile seemed a form of pain, almost. His voice started into that up-and-down

      Southern rhythm he used to do, which was meant to be charming and soothing but so often seemed patronizing and irritating. (One kept hearing the echoes of an old Saturday Night Live debate parody: “. . . and then ahm gonna put it in a . . . lockbox.”)




      Finally, he said, “My heart is full and extremely grateful for the opportunity to serve that you gave me.”

      It was over. Gore got up from his seat and, all around town, delegates were free to eat breakfast.




      Gore and Cherwin thanked everyone and went back to Gore’s suite. The place looked like the workroom for a

      hurried college thesis, assuming that the student had a thousand dollars a night to spend for a room with a view of the Public Garden. The garbage cans were overflowing with shredded paper. One

      wall was covered with sheets of paper containing hastily written outline points for the speech.




      “I’ve been up pretty much all night,” Gore said. “It’s a bad habit I’ve always

      had, but I just can’t seem to shake it.”




      The convention speech, he knew, could not resemble the anti-Bush speeches that he had been delivering around the

      country. The language had to be tamer; he had to deliver a concise, politic address, making sure to thank Bill Clinton, pay extensive tribute to John Kerry, and, above all, give no ammunition

      to the Republican response teams. To make excessive reference to the 2000 election was simply not permissible.




      “They look at these speeches pretty closely,” he said. “They don’t want any Bush-bashing in

      there.” He smiled at the ludicrous idea of it. “No Bush-bashing at the Democratic Convention! It reminds me of the time Steve Martin was giving a speech in honor of Paul Simon at

      the Kennedy Center Honors a couple of years ago, and he said, ‘It would be easy to stand here and talk about Paul Simon’s intelligence and skill, but this is neither the time

      nor the place.’ ”




      Gore spent another hour at the Four Seasons greeting old friends— the hotel was the omphalos of the convention,

      its center for major politicians, Party bureaucrats, and money people. Gore went down in the elevator with his daughter Kristin, who worked in Los Angeles as a writer for the animated series

      Futurama and had lately finished a comic novel about political Washington. Like her father, Kristin Gore healed her wounds, at least in

      part, under a comic bandage. Before publication, one interviewer had asked Kristin why she hadn’t written the novel sooner after the election, and she said that she wanted to avoid a book

      that sounded like “Sylvia Plath Does D.C.”




      Gore, who was wearing a dark suit, and Kristin, who was wearing a T-shirt and running shorts, climbed into the

      backseat of a Cadillac, the staff got into a minivan, and the mini-motorcade headed for the Fleet Center. After clearing security, the Gores went through a series of back hallways and tunnels

      heading toward the locker rooms that were serving as greenrooms. As we were walking, Kristin took a sharp breath and said, “This is going to be a strange week.” Gore had to stop

      every minute or so to greet people. Some seemed delighted to see him, others did that tilted-head sympathy thing.




      “It’s old-home week here!” Gore said as someone kissed him on the cheek.




      Jim King, who has been a stage manager for Democratic conventions for years, accompanied Gore to the stairway that led

      to the stage.




      “Hey, Jim! Where’s the rest of you?” Gore said.




      We walked up the stairs and onto the stage. The convention activities would not start for four or five hours. The

      seats were nearly empty. The vast ceiling of the Fleet Center was crammed with red, white, and blue balloons, all held back with netting. They were John Kerry’s

      balloons. While Gore was looking at the ceiling, King was telling him to watch out for the cables and various other hazards that could cause embarrassment and a broken ankle.




      “Is this the OSHA part of the briefing?” Gore said.




      That night, at a few minutes to eight, more than two hours before the network broadcasts, Governor Bill

      Richardson, of New Mexico, introduced the former Vice-President: “a visionary . . . a fighter . . . one of this country’s greatest leaders and patriots, and on Election Day

      2000 the man who the people chose to be the President of the United States.”




      Gore came out waving and smiling, and said, “My friends, fellow Democrats, fellow Americans: I’m going to

      be candid with you. I had hoped to be back here this week under different circumstances, running for reelection. But you know the old saying”—here it came—“You win some,

      you lose some. And then there’s that little-known third category.”




      Big laugh in the hall.




      “I didn’t come here tonight to talk about the past. After all, I don’t want you to think I lie awake

      at night counting and recounting sheep. I prefer to focus on the future, because I know from my own experience that America is a land of opportunity, where every little boy and girl has a

      chance to grow up and win the popular vote. In all seriousness . . .”




      Gore received an ovation of just over a minute before his speech and about thirty seconds after it. The initial

      self-deprecation, then the direct, yet restrained, indictment of the sitting President, then the gestures of support for Kerry and gratitude for Clinton, were all well marshaled, well written,

      and inoffensive to the barons of the convention. The politician known in 2000 for his dramatic exasperation, his awkward

      self-presentation, had been modest, intelligent, and poised.




      No matter. By night’s end, all anyone talked about was Bill Clinton’s dazzling performance. The networks

      had ignored Gore, and most papers gave him only storylets. By the time John Kerry arrived in Boston to accept the nomination, Gore was gone, watching it all in his living room with friends in

      Nashville.




      Al Gore will not bleed for public consumption. He will not rehearse his old resentments—against the

      Clintons, against the press, against Katherine Harris and Jeb Bush, against the Supreme Court, against Ralph Nader, against Bob Woodward (“Don’t get me started”). We spoke for

      hours, and at the first mention of the 2000 election Gore stopped everything. He wasn’t going

      there—not with any specificity, anyway. He said, “Let me pause for a moment. When I called you and invited you to come to the speech and the convention, I told you that the reason I

      made an exception to not doing interviews now is because I’ve had so many experiences where the initial premise of the story becomes the leading edge of a wedge to open up a much broader

      discourse.” Gore now spoke with many pauses, which is the measure he takes when he wants to get something just right for print. “I don’t mean to convey any distrust . . . but

      just to convey my sense of caution—there’s an element of self-soothing here—I don’t really want to get into a full dialogue on the 2000 campaign, because at another time and in another venue I may want to treat that fully. I use a different standard in deciding

      what to say and not to say about the 2000 campaign, because I think more time needs to pass both for me and for most of

      the people who would read what I have to say about that. I think it’s still a very . . . Forty-nine percent of the people are still not ready to hear what I have to say about it without

      assuming it’s not distorted by partisan motives on my part. . . . At the right time, I’ll have a lot to say about it. I myself need more perspective on it.” The language was

      formal, the voice as pained as it was cautious. “There is so much inside of me related to the election of 2000

      that, even though I know pretty much what I want to say, it takes more time. It’s taken more time for me to feel that it is in a form that it can make the maximum contribution that I can

      make to extruding deeper meanings out of that election. Now, that may be a banality on stilts . . .”




      Among the columnists and political professionals, Gore squandered no small amount of his remaining political capital

      last year when he endorsed Howard Dean for the Democratic nomination. At the time, pre-Scream, Dean seemed the likely nominee, and Gore appeared to add an establishment credential. But soon,

      post-Scream, post–free fall, even Dean himself admitted that his candidacy had begun to plummet at the precise moment of the endorsement, making it seem the ultimate kiss of death.




      Many of Gore’s former aides told me that they thought he endorsed Dean because the Vermont governor was running

      the sort of campaign— grass-roots, Internet-generated, hellbent—that he wishes he had run in 2000. That

      “psychoanalytic” interpretation, Gore said, was nonsense. The real reason was that, above all, Dean was the one candidate who, like Gore himself, was speaking out in unalloyed

      opposition to the war in Iraq.




      “I think Bush put forward a counterfeit large vision,” Gore said. “The war in

      Iraq was postured as a big idea. Well, it was a big dumb idea. And, again, I don’t think he’s dumb, but I think that idea is dumb.”




      Gore remains engaged, serious, credentialed. It is still easy to imagine him as a good, if unloved, President. And

      yet one trait persists—and it is a trait that he shares with George W. Bush. He is extremely reluctant to admit a mistake, even a small one. Midway through our talks in Nashville, I asked

      him what was the biggest mistake he had ever made in politics. He paused, made false starts, paused again, and recalled that in the campaign four years ago he had a prepared response for just

      such a question. But he couldn’t remember what it was.




      “Maybe it was my sugar-subsidies vote?” he ventured.




      I asked him about his failure to alert his former running mate, Joe Lieberman, that he was endorsing Dean.




      “I, uh, consider Joe a friend,” Gore began. “I feel badly that his feelings were hurt. And, uh, I

      think that some people in his campaign convinced him that this might be a positive by trying to use it. I actually tried many times to call him before the public announcement, and could

      not.”




      Did he think that the Lieberman campaign had tried deliberately to gain political advantage from the incident?




      “I, uh, don’t know that for certain, so I won’t say it. The only important thing is that I failed to

      personally tell him before the announcement.”




      Just before dinner, Gore checked his Treo.




      “Hey,” he said as we were walking near the pool. “I just got an e-mail about Jim McGreevey.

      He’s gonna resign as governor in New Jersey. Can you guess why? Let’s play multiple choice.”




      I guessed “C”—the right answer—and Gore did a Mack Sennett double take.




      “Whoa! How’d you know that?”




      Dwayne laid out an early dinner for three outside: blackened salmon, greens, good white wine. We had to leave soon.

      Norah Jones and her band were giving a concert that night at the Grand Ole Opry House, about half an hour away. Before eating, we had talked about the two Bush Administration figures who had

      also been in the Clinton-Gore circle: Colin Powell and George Tenet.




      Gore said that he still considered Powell a friend, “but it’s transparent to everybody that he was

      marginalized. Because the right wing distrusted his values and instincts, he was made a figurehead, largely. . . . We’ve seen them”—Powell and his

      wife—“socially and I like him and respect him a lot, but I think he has been (a) badly treated by this Administration and (b) allowed himself to be used in ways that have been

      harmful to him—more important, harmful to the country. He should have resigned, in my opinion. Absolutely. I winced quite a few times when I watched him during his presentation to the

      United Nations. That was a very painful experience to watch. . . . I am not accusing him of knowingly cooking the books. I think it’s far more complex and nuanced than that.




      “I think that one thing that both Powell and Tenet share is a feeling of personal debt to President Bush and the

      Bush family. In both cases, the personal debt came to play a larger role in determining their decisions on when they should draw the line and say, ‘Enough. I can’t go along with

      this.’ ”




      We ate quickly and headed for the Cadillac. Gore drove; Tipper, with directions on her lap, showed the way. Gore told

      a very funny story about a secret meeting with the former Russian Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin (“the sober one”) which he declared “off the record for national-security

      reasons.”




      Tipper’s directions were flawless and Gore followed them—a rarity in the history of the marital

      institution. When we arrived at Opryland, a parking spot had been saved for the Gores.




      “There’s no more motorcade,” Tipper said as we got out of the car. “It’s just

      me.”




      We’d arrived five or ten minutes before the opening act came out, and Gore preferred to wait in the shadows

      rather than take his seat and have to be himself, say hello, perform.




      When the lights went down, we scurried to our seats.




      The Gores enjoyed the concert—they both know a lot about the rock and roll of their generation and the current

      country-music scene— but in between acts a few people came over wanting time, wanting to connect.




      “Norah Jones and Al Gore . . . in one night!”

      someone said.




      Another man came over and he and Gore started talking, in great detail, about some schoolchildren in Whitwell,

      Tennessee, who had made a Holocaust memorial out of millions of paper clips.




      After the concert, the Gores were in a good mood and offered to drive me around Nashville before dropping me at my

      hotel. Gore was even thinking about stopping by the Bluebird if there was time to catch Bob Orrall’s show. We passed by the music offices on Sixteenth Avenue, the clubs

      downtown, the waterfront, the Ryman Auditorium, the Ernest Tubb record store.




      Tipper squirted some amber goo on her hands and rubbed them together and squirted some on her husband’s hands

      when we were waiting at a red light.




      “Hand cleanser,” she said in a professional tone, turning toward the backseat. “Want some?

      We’ve been shaking a lot of hands.”




      We were talking about whether Gore was going to write a book, and I asked him if he had read the then No. 1 best-seller on the nonfiction lists. Gore laughed and said, “I haven’t read Clinton’s book. I hear he talks a lot

      about losing the Presidency of his grade school!”




      We passed the Southern Baptist Convention building. Earlier in the day, Gore had made a point of telling me that he

      and Clinton used to pray together in the White House. I asked him which church in Nashville he and Tipper attended now.




      There was a pause in the front seat.




      “We’re ecumenical now,” Gore said, finally.




      Tipper said with a laugh, “I think I follow Baba Ram Dass.”




      “The influx of fundamentalist preachers have pretty much chased us out with their right-wing politics,”

      Gore added.




      This was obviously a detail in a broadly painful subject. Tennessee, which was never particularly liberal, had

      rejected Al Gore in 2000, a loss that led to the loss of his dream.




      “It makes you wonder how you ever got elected to Congress in the first place,” I said.




      Gore didn’t deny it. “Sometimes I wonder that myself,” he said.




      (2004)


    


  




  

     

  




  

    Mrs. Graham




    In my boyhood as a reporter, I nearly

    killed the matriarch of the liberal-media conspiracy. This was in 1988, and I had recently been assigned to The Washington Post’s bureau in Moscow. In an otherwise blissful spring of journalistic overload, a time when the merest cough in the Kremlin

    merited front-page attention, it came about that the Post and its sister publication, Newsweek, were being awarded a plum: an interview with the General Secretary of the Communist Party. Katharine Graham, the General Secretary of the

    Washington Post Company, and a planeload of senior editors would soon arrive in town to conduct it.




    This was not entirely to the good. Great risk was involved, or so one heard. Mrs. Graham—one always referred to

    her as Mrs. Graham, even in private and at great distances—did not travel in the style of the British Raj, but she was not arriving on a Eurailpass, either. Attention would have to be paid.

    The cost of failure was incalculable. The legends of correspondents and their varying abilities to cope with a royal visit were countless. There was the Latin-American correspondent for the

    Post who wandered the continent for weeks in advance, arranging hotel suites, hairdressers, and interviews with heads

    of state from Caracas to Tierra del Fuego. He was quite a success. But there was also a certain Africa-based correspondent who carved his own career coffin by arranging for a balloon safari over

    the Masai Mara at dawn; just as the sun was glinting off the savanna and the balloon was rising above a herd of grazing giraffes, Mrs. Graham is said to have turned to the correspondent and

    announced, with a profane burr, “You know, I didn’t travel all the way here to be a fucking tourist.”

    It is said that the correspondent ended up as a recipe checker in the food section. Perhaps it was true. We in Moscow had neither the time nor the luxury that would allow us to confirm these

    legends. One did not want to spend the remainder of one’s career taste-testing lima beans.




    As is true of any royal visit, there were many logistical problems to be worked out. As the junior man in the bureau, I

    was given the task of finding the hairdresser. I would not insist that Moscow was short on luxury in those days except to note that I did not so much find a hairdresser as create one. At one of

    the embassies, I found a young woman who was said to own a blow-dryer and a brush. I rang her up and explained the situation. Gravely, as if we were negotiating the Treaty of Ghent, I gave her an

    annotated copy of Vogue, a mug shot of Mrs. Graham, and a hundred dollars.




    “You’re on,” she said.




    This was my most important contribution to the interview with the General Secretary of the Communist Party. On the

    appointed day, I put on my good blue suit, fired up the office Volvo, and proudly drove the hairdresser to Mrs. Graham’s suite at the National Hotel. Apparently, the interview went well. It

    was featured, with a photograph, in the next day’s edition of Pravda. Mrs. Graham looked quite handsome, I thought. A nice full

    head of hair, and well combed. I felt close to history.




    A few days later, I was assigned to show her and her close friend Meg Greenfield, the Post’s editorial-page editor, around the city that was then known as Leningrad. Following the lead of my successful colleague the

    Latin-American correspondent, I tried to schedule every minute of the two days allotted me. The first night’s entertainment was an easy choice: the Kirov Ballet at the Mariinsky Theater.

    For the second, I went with the upbeat, down-market option: the circus. Mrs. Graham seemed not to mind the nasty benches or the almost very funny clowns. She was in a good mood. The interview had

    been heady stuff. The General Secretary had “revealed” his plans for a joint United States–Soviet space mission to Mars, and we led the paper with that world beat. At one point,

    Mrs. Graham asked for ice cream. I got it for her. But then, at intermission, she seemed to tire. As enormous cages and nets were being assembled in the circus ring, she

    declared, “I think it’s time to go.”




    I panicked. My limousine driver had been given strict instructions— and a sizable bribe—to wait outside in

    case of emergency. This being Russia, however, I could not bet with any confidence against the possibility that he was at this very moment converting his cash into a refreshing liquidity at some

    local boîte. “Sure, we can go,” I ventured, “but the second act has some really great animals.” I began to

    describe Misha the Bear, who wore skates on his hind paws and played ice hockey.




    Mrs. Graham blinked and said, “I think it’s time to go.”




    As I began to lead the way down the steps, a bus-size babushka—the usher—fixed me with a hard look and said,

    “Nel’zya.” Impossible. You can’t go.




    It is not usually advisable, or possible, to argue with a Soviet bus, but my priorities were clear. I had visions of

    that fellow in the balloon, high above the plain, floating into journalistic obscurity, so I did what one cannot ordinarily do with a babushka. I insisted. Then I lied. I told her that this

    woman, this very important woman, was gravely ill and in need of immediate medical attention. The babushka melted.




    “But hurry,” she said. All around was the loud mewing of big cats and small children.




    With me in the lead, the three of us walked down a ramp and past what appeared to be a coffin-size box with open slats.

    I passed the box without incident. So did Meg Greenfield. Then Mrs. Graham started past it. Suddenly, an enormous claw lunged out of the box and toward the innocent calf of the chairman of the

    Washington Post Company.




    To this day, I cannot say what the beast was—a leopard, a cougar, a jaguar—but I can still see its talons

    not an inch from the hose and flesh of my proprietor. She, too, saw it, felt its heat, and began running for the exit. The car, at least, was waiting and its driver was sober. But what of it? I

    would be recalled to the home office. I would be lucky to cover high-school softball in Prince William County.




    But then Mrs. Graham was laughing. She was flushed, delighted. “My God!” she said, covering her pearls with

    the tips of her fingers. “That was some circus! I almost rather died!”




    Needless to say, for years I regaled all who would listen with my Katharine Graham story. The story, of course,

    revealed nothing of Mrs. Graham. During that Leningrad trip, the only moment that hinted at something mysterious and human came when we were in a map room at the Hermitage

    Museum. Mrs. Graham spotted a map of the Aegean and Black Seas and began to talk about a cruise she had taken in the summer of 1963, not long after her husband died. The subject of the cruise seemed to cause her, so many years later, intense pain—pain

    beyond the loss of her husband. “I never should have gone,” she said. And then nothing more. It was a fleeting, mystifying moment, but a very real one. There was, of course, no way to

    press the point.




    For nearly all Post reporters and editors, even those few who

    ventured to call her Kay, she was the woman who signed our checks, a Queen Mother with a lockjaw voice that sounded, to us, like money. But those who worked in the Post’s newsroom knew one infinitely reassuring fact about Mrs. Graham: that at the most important moments of her professional life she did the

    right thing. She went ahead with the publication of the Pentagon Papers, and she backed her reporters and editors during Watergate, when the Post Company’s survival was under threat and the

    paper was all alone in pursuing the story. In doing so, she and her editor, Ben Bradlee, dragged the Post out of the sea of the ordinary

    and made it great, made it a rival of The New York Times. But even this was hard to understand. How could a woman reared in such

    exquisite privilege— one whose circle of friends, among them Robert McNamara and Henry Kissinger, Lyndon Johnson and Nancy Reagan, rarely widened beyond the most powerful élites of

    Washington and New York—take such risks?




    Her story was not easy to figure out. When a young woman named Deborah Davis published a biography in 1979 called Katharine the Great, Mrs. Graham objected so strongly to its

    charges and innuendo that the chairman and president of Harcourt Brace, William Jovanovich, ordered the book withdrawn from stores and the inventory of more than twenty thousand copies reduced to

    pulp. “I cannot tell you how pained I am by the circumstances which have caused you, quite unnecessarily, distress and concern,” Jovanovich wrote in a cowering letter to Mrs. Graham.

    “If we should ever meet again, I would like to tell you some of my thoughts on what I have come to recognize as a kind of ‘editorial blackmail,’ in which persons say that if you

    reject a work . . . you are repressing free expression and limiting the truth.”




    Few suggested that Katharine the Great was a first-rate book,

    or even a solid one—it was flatly written and salted with highly suspect, even paranoid, material—but one had to wonder if Mr. Jovanovich would have done the same for anyone else.

    There are plenty of lousy biographies in this world, and they languish on musty shelves, ignored—but whole. Jovanovich caved, then pulped. Mrs. Graham, for her part,

    wrote back to him, “I was full of admiration anyway for what you did and the way you did it.” To round out this unlovely episode, Davis finally sued her publisher for libel and breach

    of contract in 1982 and received a hundred-thousand-dollar settlement. The book has been republished twice by small

    presses.




    Until recently, Katharine Graham, considering her influence, has been almost invisible. She hardly exists in Woodward

    and Bernstein’s books, and she is portrayed in cardboard terms almost everywhere else. An exception is David Halberstam’s 1979 book, The Powers That Be, which provides a vivid group portrait of the

    men and women behind the Post, CBS, Time, and the Los Angeles Times.




    All that changed with the publication of Katharine Graham’s own Personal History. This is a surprising piece of work on every level. As far as I know, Katharine Graham had not written much since her early days on

    the Post, when she wrote a magazine column and was the anonymous author of such editorials as “On Being a Horse,”

    “Mixed Drinks,” and “Spotted Fever.” And yet I don’t know of a more complex autobiography by an American business figure, certainly not one that allows such moments

    of weakness, embarrassment, and pain. There is plenty of material in Personal History to satisfy the most obvious expectations— all

    the familiar episodes of the Post’s history are replayed, and famous faces bob into sight as if in a capital version of

    Grand Hotel—but more interesting is the degree to which this memoir is a description of the muggy intimacy of the world of

    Washington and the way one powerful woman learned to live her life there.




    For all its glamour and great personages, Personal History is

    a litany of humiliations, incidents in which the memoirist faults herself for lack of judgment, of independence, or of strength. For example, what I could not have known at the Hermitage is that

    after the suicide of her husband, on August 3, 1963, and the funeral, Mrs. Graham sent her eldest son, Donald, back to his internship at the Times, sent her two younger sons, Bill and Steve, back to summer camp, and promptly flew off to Europe to meet her eldest child—her daughter,

    Lally—and a group of very O.K. friends for the Aegean cruise.




    “That decision may have been right for me,” she writes, “but it was so wrong for Bill and Steve and

    even for Don—so wrong that I wonder how I could have made it. . . . This is, for me, the most painful thing to look back on. It’s hard to remake decisions and even harder to rethink

    non-decisions. Sometimes you don’t really decide, you just move forward, and that is what I did—moved forward blindly and mindlessly into a new and unknown life. .

    . . In effect [Bill and Steve] lost both parents at once. Up to that time I had been a fairly present mother, attending school functions, driving teams to sports events, trying to be back in the

    afternoons when the kids got back from school. All that was mostly over now, though I tried to be with them as much as possible.” This is not the sort of moment one could hope to find in

    the self-examination of Andrew Carnegie or Colonel McCormick, much less of Bill Gates or Rupert Murdoch.




    Graham’s insecurity as a woman, as a publisher, and as a parent has clear and painful origins. So does her

    imperious carriage. Her beginnings were at once privileged and starved. Even considering the style of rich American families in the early part of the century, her parents, Eugene and Agnes Meyer,

    seem to have exceeded the norm for emotional reticence. Eugene Meyer was a Jew who might have preferred not to be. “Money, my father’s being Jewish, and sex” were taboo subjects

    at home. Katharine, born in New York in 1917, was baptized when she was ten to satisfy the Lutheran side of the family; to

    satisfy the demands of class, the Meyers had their own pew at St. John’s Episcopal Church, on Lafayette Square—“the President’s church.” (Katharine did not seem to

    realize she was part Jewish until she was at Vassar.) Meyer began his financial career by investing six hundred dollars his father had given him for not smoking until he was twenty-one. By

    1906, Meyer had made several million dollars by investing in securities; by 1915, he was worth between forty and sixty million. He was intent, however, on making his mark in public life as well as on the stock

    exchange. He came to Washington in 1917 as a dollar-a-year man for the Wilson Administration; and, while he was holding a

    variety of positions on the War Industries Board, the Farm Loan Board, and the Federal Reserve Board, the Meyers became friendly with Bernard Baruch, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Charles Evans Hughes.

    It was not long before he began looking around town to buy a newspaper.




    Katharine’s mother, Agnes Meyer, was descended from Lutheran ministers. She was a woman of inchoate

    ambition—an ambition that took the shape mainly of ambitious friendships and painfully comic intellectual pretensions. She pursued hard the company of the well known. When she traveled to

    Paris, she took up with Brancusi and Rodin and Stein and Satie; she took fencing lessons with Mme. Curie. Later, she developed an infatuation with the work of Thomas Mann and seems to have made

    endless demands on the author’s time and patience. Mann was once asked whether Agnes was German. He replied, “Oh, yes, very. She is a Valkyrian type with something

    else—a mixture of Valkyrie and Juno.”




    Agnes’s ambitions were fueled by resentment of her station as a wife and mother. (The Meyers had five children, of

    whom Katharine was the fourth.) “She had not thought about what marriage entailed in the way of relationships to spouse and children,” Graham writes. “I’m not sure she was

    ever really able to. Insofar as she was capable of love, I think she loved my father and us, but she was highly complex, and at times deeply unhappy.” In her own memoir, Agnes wrote of

    rebelling against the responsibilities of marriage; she behaved, she said, “as if the whole world were in a conspiracy to flatten out my personality and cast me into a universal mold called

    ‘woman.’ ”




    Katharine saw her parents only sparingly. Agnes was perennially engaged in writing books-in-progress. When she spoke to

    her daughter, it was often in the barbed rhythm of insult. Eugene served Agnes breakfast in bed every morning; he ate at the bedside table. Sometimes Katharine glimpsed her parents as they were

    dressing to go out, or as Agnes was being massaged and manicured in preparation for the evening’s entertainment. Even when Katharine was the publisher of the Post, David Halberstam writes in The Powers That Be, she felt as if she were in her

    mother’s shadow. She once took the time to introduce her friend the architect I. M. Pei to Agnes.




    Pei was talking, and Katharine said, “I didn’t know that.”




    “What’s surprising about that?” Agnes said. “You’ve never known anything.”




    “I can’t say I think Mother genuinely loved us,” she writes. “Toward the end of her life, I was

    a success in her eyes, and perhaps that is what she loved. Yet, with all her complexity, I felt closer throughout my early childhood to my mother than to the very distant and rather difficult

    figure of my father.” It was a loyal nanny, Powelly, who “supplied the hugs, the comforting, the feeling of human contact, even the love that my mother did not.”
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